Postnatal disappearance of the pregnancy-associated reduced sensitivity of plasma cortisol to feedback inhibition.
We recently observed that the characteristic insensitivity of the pituitary-adrenal system in women to feedback inhibition during pregnancy persists for at least four days postnatally. We therefore examined women during the first five weeks after delivery to assess when the sensitivity of plasma cortisol to glucocorticoid inhibition returns to normal. Dexamethasone (DEXA, 1 mg) was ingested at 11 pm by normal healthy women, once between the 3rd and 27th postnatal days, and again on day 35. Blood plasma was collected at 4 pm on the following day for cortisol assay. Plasma cortisol levels (nmol/L, mean +/- sem [n]) after DEXA in the first two weeks (216 +/- 28, [47]) were higher (p less than 0.001) than in nonmedicated nonpregnant women (47.4 +/- 8.9 [12]) and were normal by the 35th day after delivery (41.7 +/- 4.8 [74]). A negative association was found between post-DEXA cortisol and time after delivery in the first 4 post-partum weeks (r = -0.46, p less than 0.001). The study confirms that insensitivity of plasma cortisol to feedback inhibition persists beyond normal pregnancy in a significant proportion of healthy women for two to three weeks, and is absent by the 5th postnatal week.